The Elgin National Watch Company 


THE NATIONAL WATCH COMPANY 


FIRST WOODEN BUILDING 


The first watch factory was a wooden structure three stories 
high of flimsy construction which was erected on the river 
edge. When. the machinery which was being built and tested 
made the building shake, the structure was steadied by wooden | 
props nailed to the side. (See Figure 1) 


When fire destroyed part of the Elgin business district in 1865, 
men and women formed a bucket brigade to save the watch 
building and its contents, which if destroyed probably would 
have meant an end to the undertaking because the original 
- Capital was too small to cover loss in the event of any disaster. 


In the meantime, work on the permanent factory was begun on 
land south of the city of Elgin. The building of light colored 
brick trimmed in limestone was completed in 1866. 


The new factory consisted of three buildings. The first was 40 
feet square and three stories high housing the offices. A wing 
extended to the west for 100 feet; it was two stories high and 
2/7 feet wide. Another wing ran south for 86 feet, also 27 feet 
wide. 


Besides these three main buildings, there was a boiler and 
engine building and the dial i an ol ta and furnace 
rooms. 


This building complex was described as an "architectural 
beauty" in stories of that period, and attracted many visitors 
from Chicago and other parts of our growing country. 


Early in 1865 the Company received its permanent charter 
from the state legislature. In April of that year work was 
begun on a model of the watch to be produced by the Elgin 
plant, far removed from the watchmaking center of the nation 
in the East. 
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Figure | 


In this crude frame building on the banks of the Fox River, the 
Elgin National Watch Company began its operation in Elgin 
Over a century ago. Here machinery was constructed to launch 
actual watch manufacture in the National Street plant then 
being built. Fire and flood threatened the first factory during 
the Company's formative years. The props pictured above 
actually supported the structure when machinery testing 
caused excessive vibrations. 
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Even before the first watch had come off the production 
line... while the Board of Directors was pressed with 


EMPLOYEE'S WELFARE CONSIDERED 
problems of obta 


tal and considering the market- 


f the product that still had not been manufactured... 
the health, comfort, and general welfare of the employees was 
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Figure 2 


BOARD-ROOM $3.35 PER WEEK 


The first National House was 110 feet by 40 feet in size. By 
March of 1881, it had grown considerably and the original 
_ Structure was completely enclosed by new wings. 


A second remodeling took place in 1883 expanding the size so 
that more employees of the Company could have comfortable 
living quarters within walking distance of the factory. 


The opening of the enlarged National House on February 1, 
1883, was an event of social importance to the city of Elgin. 
President T. M. Avery was guest of honor, as was Superinten- 
dent George Hunter, at whose suggestion the task of enlarging 
had been undertaken. 


"All the rooms are furnished with steam heat and every 
modern convenience," newspaper accounts reported. "Particu- 
lar attention is paid to the ventilation. Enough rooms have 
been provided to accommodate 350 persons with a cozy and 
comfortable home within 500 feet of the factory entrance. 


"Besides this the hotel has spacious corridors, large parlors, a 
well-stocked library free to employees, and a well-equipped 
billiard room, office, a complete and extensive steam laundry, 
etc, | | 


Single men and women at first boarded at the National House 
where board and room for a man per week was $4.25 and for a 
woman, $3.35. Later, married couples lived there. 


In 1919, the building underwent a complete interior remodeling 
and was made into a home for single girls. | 


The National House served the residents of the city of Elgin 
until 1932 when it was torn down. 


1867-1874 


On April 1, 1867, the first tick was heard from an Elgin 
movement. You can imagine the excitement in the factory as 
the first timepiece was finished, and the shouts that went up 
as it was delivered into the hands of the factory super- 
intendent. This occurred exactly ten months after the new 
factory was a. 


The first watee was named "B. W. Raymond" After the 
President of the Company. It was an 18-size, full plate, with 
quick train and straight line escapement. Shiny jewels dotted 
its highly polished plates, and its movement had a copper 
sheen. It was an elegant piece of jewelry, and the B. W.. 
Raymond movement later became Elgin's famous railroad 
watch. The first et Elgin watch was rang out on May 20, 
1369. | 


The Company offices were located in Chicago, and taalis toa 
masonry vault on the premises in which the stock of watch 
movements was kept, the Company survived the great Chicago 
fire of 1871. The entire contents of the vault remained 
intact -- even to a mouse which is said to be the only creature 
remaining in its home through that night of horror to emerge 


alive. Elgin used a likeness of the lucky mouse in advertising 


from that time to World War I. 


The plant doubled in size from 1871 to 1873. The first Elgin 
stem-wound watches were given to the Board of Directors in 
1872 by the stockholders as an acknowledgment of apprecia- 
tion of their service. These watches were full ruby-jeweled in 
gold settings and finely finished throughout. Stem-winders 
were not sold to the trade from more than a year after that 
time. 


In 1874, the public took a hand in naming the watches being 
produced at the Elgin factory. All movements at that time 
went out under the name, "National Watch", but people who 
bought them, people who received them as gifts, and people 
who admired them insisted on calling them "Elgin Watches". 
Despite all efforts to popularize the name "National", the 
public still wanted "Elgin". 


It got to the point where the Directors felt something should 
be done about it, and the only thing to do was change the name 
of the Company to suit the public will, On May 12, 1874, 
"Elgin" was prefixed to the official name of the Company. So 
it was, and remained to the end, Elgin National Watch 
Company. However, "Elgin Watch Company" and "Elgin 
Watches" were the popular designations then and remain so to 
the present day. 


NATIONAL GYMNASIUM COMPLETED IN 1890 


In 1889, the construction of a gymnasium and amusement 
center on the land to the east of the National House was 
authorized. The building, a towering structure that resemblea 
a church, was completed in 1890. (Figure 3) 


The gymnasium also was the center of good times for Elgin 


employees. The first floor was for the exclusive use of the 


Elgin Watch Factory Band, an organization numbering 60 
musicians and known throughout the country. 


On the second floor was an amusement hall for the use of 
employees, where parties and social meetings were held. The 
gymnasium, one of the finest equipped in the country, was on 
the top floor. ; 


The National Gymnasium was torn down in 1937 and the land 
turned into an upper parking lot for employees. The land 
where the Armory now stands was donated to the State of 
Illinois by the Company. 


~ SHAREHOLDERS - 1903 


By 1903, when Elgin National Watch Company had made a 
million watches and employed 3,300 people in its factory, the 
number of shareholders had more than doubled to the amazing 
number of 150, many of them being the children of the PRIGIR 
| subscribers. 


_. At the turn of the century, however, a new trend developed. 


_ Whereas the number of owners of this industry had doubled in 
the previous three decades, it multiplied more than 12 times in 
the following three. In 1929, there were 1,800 shareholders, 
almost a third of whom were employees. 
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Figure 3 
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The old National Gymnasium was an Elgin landmark for many 
years, and was built and equipped by the Elgin National Watch 
Company. It cost about $50,000 in 1890. The athletes using 


the gymnasium were all Company employees. 


ONCE FAMILIAR SCENE - THE BIG CLOCK 


On May 31, 1905, a slightly excited Elgin Daily News reporter | 
wrote, "Parts of the large clock which are to adorn the tower 
of the new watch factory building have arrived in the City, and 
the work of setting it up was begun yesterday morning. Walter 
J. Buckley, Chicago representative of the Seth Thomas Clock 
Company of Thomaston, Connecticut, by whom the big 
timepiece was manufactured, is supervising the operations. 


"Only the dial and the glass are here now, the works not having 
been shipped. They will leave the factory Saturday and will 
reach Elgin in not much’less than fifteen days. Some time will. 
be required to set up the works and put them in running order, 
so it will probably be the middle of August before watches can 
be set by the big clock." 


Few things in the City of Elgin were better known or have 
been seen more often than the big clock in the tower of the 
Elgin National Watch Company. 


The specifications of the big clock were definitely enough to 
excite any newspaper reporter: 


- The distance from the top of the watch tower to the 
‘ground below was 144 feet. 


- The weight of the $7,000 timepiece was 20 tons. 
- Above the top of the tower was a 53 foot flagpole, 


. . making the total height of the tower and pole 197 
feet. 


The flagpole was about the size of a large telephone 
pole in diameter. 


The clock was weight-driven and automatically 
wound with a one horsepower electric motor. 


More statistics on this fabulous structure are: 


= “The clock had <a iW foot 10-inch (two second) 
pendulum with zinc and steel compensation in the 
rod and an iron bob weighing 330 pounds. 


- The pendulum extended from the tower down “ the 
_. fifth floor of the building. 


- Each dial of the clock was 14-1/2 feet in diameter, 
and each of the four minute hands was more than 
seven feet in length, a half-inch thick, and about 
eight inches wide at their widest points. 


- Each hour hand was more than five feet long. 


- Each of the giant dials was made of glass and iron, 
and had black Roman numerals and minute marks. 


- Each numeral was three feet high -- the largest in 
the world. ‘The numerals on Big Ben in London are 
only two feet high. | 5 


- Behind each of the four dials were 16 incandescent 
lamps, and the 64 collective bulbs illuminated the 
dials during the night hours. - 


- In the tower room, which was formed inside the four 
Clock faces, was a giant bell, which once rang to tell 
the people of Elgin when it was time to go to work, 
and when to quit work for the day. 


- In addition to the giant bell, the "Big Gong", there 
were 60 smaller gongs which created the distinctive 
sound of the "Big Clock". — 


The clock was placed in the tower of the Elgin National Watch 
Company on July 18, 1905, and finally began ticking at noon on 
August 12, 1905. | 


Figure 4 


The Elgin Daily Courier News reported the clock was sched- 
uled to strike as follows: 


"At 6 o'clock when the factorites ought to be up an 
getting ready for a day with Father Time, the cloc 
strikes 78 blows on a large bell with an 80 poun 
hammer; at 6:50 a.m., 7 blows; at 7 o'clock, 1 blow; at 
noon, | blow; at 12:50, 37 blows; at 1 o'clock, 1 blow; at 
> pem., | blow; after which it is silent until 6 a.m. the 


next day." 


The "Big Gong" and 60 smaller gongs throughout the Elgin 
National Watch Factory complex helped to make starting and 
quitting times easier to hear, according to some of those early 
Company employees who were not fortunate enough to own an 
Elgin watch. 
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HOSPITAL - 1907 


A fully equipped hospital was maintained by the Company in 
the factory complex, beginning in 1907. It had been inspected 
and approved by the American College of Surgeons, and a 
registered nurse was always in attendance during working 
hours for the safety and welfare of the Company employees. 


OBSERVATORY - 1910 


In 1908, a report by the United States Bureau of Standards 
disclosed that time controls in America were inadequate. The 
Elgin National Watch Company, to provide its own accurate 
watch standard, announced it would build an astronomical unit. 


ath 


In May of 1909, Professor William Payne of Goodsell Observa- 
tory, Carleton College, Northfield, Minnesota, was engaged to 
advise and assist in locating and equipping the Observatory. 


The hill at Watch and Raymond Streets was chosen as the site 


because of its gravel, which greatly reduced the vibrations of — 
the earth. 


The Observatory was opened in February of 1910. 


THE ELGIN NATIONAL W. 


In the year 1836, a young man of 35 set out by stage from New 
York bound for the thriving new city of the West, Chicago. He 
was destined to become Mayor of the lusty young metropolis 
that was fast growing into a giant, but even this was dimmed 
by another achievement. This traveler, jogging along the 
rough stage road, in less than 30 years was to become the 
founder of the company that was to grow to be the largest of 
its kind in the world. 


Mr. Benjamin Wright Raymond was the energetic and aspiring 

oung man who became the first President of the National 
Watch Company. While still Mayor of Chicago, he had taken a 
lively interest in the Fox Valley and purchased from James T. 
Gifford, founder of Elgin, half of that gentleman's interest in 
the village. From that time forward, his interest in Elgin 


increased, and he was instrumental in bringing railroads and 
factories to the city. | 
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ATCH COMPANY, 1864-1966 
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Mr. John Calhoun Adams, a skilled watchmaker in Chicago, 
believed a watch company could prosper in the "West", as Elgin 
was known at that time. He interested Mr. Raymond in his 
idea and on August 18, 1864, the National Watch Company of 


Chicago, Illinois was organized, with the capital stock fixed at 
$100,000. 


From this beginning emerged the Elgin National Watch 
Company. The building as shown above was completed in 1927 
and housed the world renowned manufacturing facilities for 
Lord and Lady Elgin watches. 


For over 100 years, this Company was a major employer in the 


Elgin area, and the watch tower became a friendly guardian 
over the City and a landmark known country-wide. It was the 
keeper of time for all of Elgin. 


ee oe 


WATCHMAKER'S COLLEGE - 1920 


The Elgin Watchmaker's College was built in 1920 and was 
especially designed for the purpose of teaching watchmaking. 
It was endowed with a fund of $150,000 by Elgin National 
Watch Company to assure it would have the best and latest 
equipment for the students. 


The College was located at 267 South Grove Avenue, and its 
first Director was William H. Samelius. The student capacity 
was limited to 70 to guarantee that enough time could be 
devoted to each student to make him a true watch craftsman 
upon graduation. 


Until the founding of the Elgin Watchmaker's College, a young 
watchmaker served a long apprenticeship before being allowed 
to practice the trade independently, and even then he had no 
credentials to prove his skill. 


The school operated eleven months out of each year, five and 
one-half days a week, for eight hours each day. 


Facilities included the Observatory, four Reifler precision 
Clocks, work benches, a lecture room, books and materials, and 
Classrooms. 


In a 15 year period, 1,600 certificates of completion were 
issued, 250 to Elgin residents. Graduates had to pass an 
examination set up by the Horological Institute of America in 
Washington, D. C. 


During World War II, the College was a training center for 
servicemen who were enrolled in regular classes as part of 
their specialized study under military service. 


Elgin people will long remember the large number of soldiers 
who attended the College at Army expense and were billeted 
at the Fox Hotel. A special streamlined course was instituted 
for these soldiers who were trained to make watch repairs in 
the field. 


The entire second floor was made over for these special 
courses, and as many as 75 soldiers at a time were enrolled in 
eight- and sixteen-week courses. : 


CREDIT UNION - 1931 


The Credit Union of the Elgin National Watch Company was 
organized in March of 1931, during the depths of the 
depression. | 


At the end of the first year of its existence, there were 120 
members with shares of $1,664.35 in savings and 33 loans 
outstanding which totaled $1,203.60. A three percent dividend 
was paid the first year. 7 


In those days, members often put 25€ a week in their savings 
accounts. In later years, $5 was the minimum deposit into the 
Credit Union accounts. 


At the end of the first ten years, shares totaled a quarter 
million dollars, and over half of that amount was out in loans. 
By the twentieth year, the assets were over one million 
dollars. . : 


All employees who deposited money in the Credit Union were 
shareholders and profits made through interest on loans to 
members were distributed as dividends to the depositors. 


During the 1940's, the Credit Union outgrew its space in the 
Elgin Watch Company plant and moved to the Watch College 
building. It remained there until 1961 when the office was 
moved back to the main plant in the newly decorated and 
equipped offices formerly occupied by the print shop. 


In addition to savings and loan services, the Credit Union 
cashed payroll checks, issued and cashed 'E' bonds, money 
orders, provided notary service, and made application for 
driver's and auto licenses. 


When the Credit Union was dissolved, it had over two million 


dollars in assets, and had been in existence for 33 years and 8 
months. | 
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WORLD WAR II - 1941-1945 


Elgin had taken an important part in the nation's efforts at 
preparedness, and the Company's first defense work was 
commenced almost a year to the day before the attack on 
Pearl Harbor. 


In November of 1940, the Company announced the acquisition 
of Plant 2 in Elgin. This was a building 430 feet long with a | 
center structure of three stories and two adjoining wings of 
two stories each. It was built originally for the Elgin Clock 
Company. : 


As far back as June of 1940, Elgin had accepted an educational 
contract to manufacture fuses. The plan was to use the main 
plant and watchmaking equipment as far as possible. 


In the meantime, Elgin negotiated for a contract for a regular 
production run of fuses. On December 7, 1940, this contract 
was made and Plant 2 took over the entire job. Despite delays 
in the delivery of vitally needed machinery, the pilot lot of 
fuses was turned. out in record time -- 188 gays ahead of 
schedule. 


On December 9, 1941, while President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
was making his address before Congress asking for a declara- 
tion of war against Japan -- only two days after the Pearl 
Harbor disaster -- the first lot of mechanical time fuses 
produced by the Elgin National Watch Company were being 
tested at Aberdeen Proving Grounds in Maryland. 


On October 29, 1943, the coveted Army-Navy E Award was 
first presented to Plant 2. This was the first Elgin firm to win 
this award for Excellence. 


During this war, Plant 2 produced fuses for the Army and for 
Navy anti-aircraft guns. It was also able to provide millions of 
parts to other fuse manufacturers to help them get production 
under way. 
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50 MILLION WATCHES oe 


On April 1, 1867, Elgin National Watch Company ir em its 
first. watch movement. 


Just 84 years later, in 1951, the ‘Company turned out its 50 
wo timepiece. | 


This was a very special Lord Elgin watch. Inside its specially 
designed sterling silver box rested an 18 karat natural gold 
watch case. The box holding the watch was designed so it could 
be converted into a cigarette case. 


The dial of this special watch was of sterling silver, with 
applied 18 karat gold markers. The solid gold hour, minute, 
and second hands were faceted and each was different from 
the other. 


The movement had more than 200 parts, was 21 jewel, and the 
15-0 size movement had seven adjustments. 


The first watch produced by the Elgin National Watch 
Company. was ten times as large as the 50 millionth! 


OBSERVATORY - 1959 


In 1959, the Elgin National Watch Company deeded the 
@bsdrua tory, both land and Pu SIDE, to the Elgin School 
District U-46. 


Since then, the School District, in 1963, added a planetarium 
chamber with a 24-foot hemisphere dome, special lighting, 
concealed sound system, and reclining seats for visitors. 


The planetarium is the first of its kind in any Illinois public 


school system, and one of the very few in our Nation owned 
and operated by a school district. It is used by all grade levels. 


7”. 


The Planetarium provides an assimilated night sky during the 
normal school day, under controlled conditions. 


A meridian telescope in the sixteen-foot dome of the Observa- 
tory and two astronomical clocks in the clock vault are 
functional in determining and maintaining accurate time. 


These devices relate to the original function of the Observa- 
tory when it was owned and operated by the Elgin National 
Watch Company. | 


The Observatory building today also contains a library, 
weather station, and a two-station amateur radio set-up. 


On the Observatory grounds is a separate sliding roof telescope 
building where a four-inch refractor has been installed. The 
basement of the main building has a new project room, which 
is used for grinding mirrors, and darkroom facilities have also 
been added. | 


THE 60'S AND THE FALL OF THE 


ELGIN NATIONAL WATCH COMPANY -- 1964 


When the Elgin National Watch Company and the Copley Press, 
Inc. celebrated the Watch Company Centennial Year in 1964, 
there was every indication of a bright future for Elgin's 
"number one" industry. 


The celebrants could overlook the fact that 600 jobs had been 
cut back in late 1963. 


They could call the opening of a new plant in Blaney, South 
Carolina, a great step forward. Just the casing, assembly and 
shipping operations would be transferred to the new facility -- 
all major manufacturing and assembling operations would 
continue in Elgin, Illinois. 


But, as Elgin lost its Watch Company, the Elgin National 
Watch Company, too, began to lose. 
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The move to Blaney, South Carolina, had been called for by the 


need to compete with low-cost, foreign-made timepieces. 


The Chairman of the Board of the Elgin National Watch 
Company called Elgin's operation, "obsolete". 


The town of Blaney was so eager to get the watch company, it 
voted 61-16 to rename itself "Elgin, South Carolina". 


In August of 1964, Mr. Margolis told a United States Senate 


subcommittee that the domestic watch industry could not 
continue to contribute to the nation's defense effort, "unless 
we are able to continue and expand our productions of watches 
in this country". 


As early as 1949, the Company's President had urged the 
government to raise duties of imported watches so there could 
be a relative equality of movement costs at the border. 
American watches, he insisted, needed an even starting point 
to compete with more cheaply manufactured Swiss watches. 


In 1964, it was reported that manufacturing costs on certain 


pale bly contracts had exceeded the selling prices by about. 


3,150,000. The Elgin National Watch Company ended its 
government divisions at this time. | 


The Watch Company ended its 1963 fiscal year $2,453,000 in 
the red, and in 1964, the Company lost an _ additional 
$8,354, 730. 


1965 


The proxy fights for control of the Elgin National Watch 
Company then began. On May 17, 1965, the Wall Street 
Journal reported, "Elgin's operations were known to have been 
sharply curtailed during the past year following a bitter proxy 
fight in early 1964, during which dissidents placed three 
members on Elgin's nine-member board". 
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In March of 1965, the Courier-News reported that the Elgin 
National Watch Company had obtained a $2 million bank loan 
through Zale Jewelry Company to expand its consumer 
products division and "ease current money problems". 


In September of 1965, protesting their sixth move in two years 
between Illinois and New York, employees in the shipping and 
assembling departments stayed away from work for four days. 
To negotiate the move back to the Fleetwood Drive plant in ~ 


Elgin, they had taken twenty percent pay cuts. © 


Suits would be filed against Mr. Margolis for selling shares of — 
Elgin stock to Swiss interests, and Mr. Margolis would file suits 
against the other stockholders before it was finished. 


It was during that fateful year of 1965 that Mr. Margolis and 
the Company President, P. J. Casella, announced the "obso- 
lete" main plant in Elgin and the "Watch College" building 
(Elgin Watchmaker's College) had been sold. The diamond ring 
division was later sold to the Columbia Ring Company. 


SO, as management tried to save the business, the magnificent 
old factory building lost its soul. 


Perhaps foretelling things to come, the watch tower clock 
stopped in early Feburary, 1965. Its hands became so weighted 
with ice from a "crippling ice storm" that the movements 
could not run them until the ice melted. 


The Elgin Daily Courier-News said, "... which goes to show 
that while tempus may fugit, the weather can freezit". 


Six months later, the big clock was gone. The wires were cut 
so the movement inside the tower could slowly run out of time. 
It took two hours and twenty-one minutes before it stopped 
completely. The clock was dismantled and shipped to Hagans 
Clock Manor Museum in Evergreen, Colorado. 
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1966 


The Elgin Nediendl Watch Company pabapted a profit for the 
fiscal year ne February 28, 1966. | 


It was the first time in three years the Company was able to 
give a favorable report, and it was after all enh 
operations had been phased out. 


On February 15, 1966, the Company’ s tenth Potiaxiy’ Jercme 
W. Robbins, told the Elgin Rotary Club, "The Elgin National 
Watch Company has reestablished its headquarters in this City 
and is ‘digging in for a long stay." | 


He continued, "Nearly all of your lives and fortunes have been 
affected in some way by the watch factory during its 102 years 
in the City. It is the City's oldest, most venerable, most 
famous and lately most troublesome and unpredictable indus- 
try ... But there are going to be no more great surprises from 
Elgin Watch . . the people are once again going to find that 
this is a good permanent place to work." 


Four months and thirteen days later, Mr. Robbins said, "We 
deeply regret leaving the traditional home of the Elgin 
National Watch ise asose & and an Elgin landmark." 

Shortly after this statement by Mr. Robbins, Mr. Frank 
Kennedy of Harvey Wrecking Company said, "We will start on 
the back of the main building and work toward the front. 


"This will give us room to knock down the main tower." 
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It was October 3, 1966. 


One by one, the sections had fallen until only the Elgin 
landmark, the watch tower, remained. 


On a Sunday morning, charges of dynamite were set off to do 
their work on the once proud tower that had represented Elgin, 
Illinois, for over a century. 


It fell slowly at first ... then with a final rush. The dynamite 
knocked the heart out of the watch tower... the last 
structure of what had been the Elgin National Watch Company 
factory. 


A flock of pigeons frantically left their former home and a 
deputy fire chief began to look for the huge wooden clock 
hands that had signaled the time for Elginites for so many 
years. 


Then there was silence. The dust settled and what had been a 
proud symbol of the City of Elgin was only a pile of rubble. 


An era of American history had been closed. 
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THE END OF TIME 
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This bicentennial booklet on the history of the Elgin National 
Watch Company was compiled, researched, and written by the 
Elgin Chapter of THE NATIONAL SECRETARIES ASSOCIA- 
TION (INTERNATIONAL). 


Our organization is the world's largest association of persons 
engaged in the same profession. It is an association of 
members dedicated to establishing and improving secretarial 
standards through pursuing a continuing program of education 
and professional development. 


Among our aims of keeping up with progress and proficiency, 
we pledge to provide a service to our community, state and 
nation. The members of the Elgin Chapter of NSA wish to 
dedicate this booklet as our contribution to the celebration of 
our nation's 200th birthday. 


